The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of the history, application and challenges of phytosociology in South Africa. There is a high focus on conserving the nature of South Africa to ensure that the different ecosystems and their associated biota are preserved for future generations. Vegetation surveys aimed at identifying and classifying plant communities form the basis of conservation management plans and sustainable resource utilisation. Plot-based vegetation surveys using the Zurich-Montpellier approach have been conducted in South Africa since the mid 1970's. These studies have increased considerably since the 1980's providing vegetation classifications within the different biomes of the country. The studies resulted in the classification of the vegetation on different hierarchical levels. The vegetation data were incorporated into the National Vegetation Database of the country. Although many plant communities were identified, hierarchically classified and described from a rangewide perspective, formal syntaxa such as associations, alliances, orders and classes were rarely formally typified. Although many of these studies are conducted in natural areas with primary vegetation, they are representative of the larger region. A few regional studies, particularly in the grassland and savanna biomes, have been conducted and some have led to formal syntaxonomic classifications. The ZurichMontpellier approach of total floristic compositions has proved successful in classifying vegetation in South Africa. The continuation of current detailed studies in natural areas is important for scientifically-based nature conservation planning. However, there is an urgent need for syntheses of larger datasets from areas with sufficient data that will lead to formal syntaxonomic treatments.
Introduction
South Africa is a country that has an exceptionally high diversity of flora linked to high levels of endemism (Cowling & Hilton-Taylor 1994; Rutherford et al. 2012 ). According to Low & Rebelo (1996) southern Africa possesses approximately 10% of world's plant species. Furthermore, the Cape Floral Kingdom, one of the world's six Floral Kingdoms, only occurs in South Africa. There is thus a high-priority focus on conserving the natural systems of South Africa to ensure that the different ecosystems and their associated biota responsible for this high biodiversity remains available for future generations. It is therefore important that a thorough inventory of the different plant communities is compiled. Once these plant communities are identified, classified, described and mapped, will it enable researchers, conservationists and policy makers to make scientifically defendable decisions on the sustainable management and utilisation of these resources. Due to the vastness of natural areas in South Africa, priority is given to surveying and classifying natural primary vegetation. Limited studies therefore exist on secondary or anthropogenic vegetation in South Africa (Cilliers et al. 1999 ).
This paper is focussed on providing an overview of the history and approach of vegetation classification and mapping in South Africa.
